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The American Dream: Walking in the Shoes of
Carnies, Arms Dealers, Immigrant Dreamers, Pot
Farmers, and Christian Believers
By Vince Darcangelo, Special to the Rocky
Published October 30, 2008 at 7 p.m.

* Nonfiction. By Harmon Leon. Nation Books, $15.95. Grade:
A

Book in a nutshell: Humor writing is a tricky business. How
does one translate real-life anecdotes or humorous thoughts
into laughs on the page? In his first four books - most recently
National Lampoon's Road Trip USA, which commemorated the
25th anniversary of the film National Lampoon's Vacation -
author and comedian Leon gives a veritable clinic on how to be
funny in print.

Leon's shtick is to adopt a persona and "infiltrate" unsuspecting
organizations by posing as a potential member - with madcap
results. In past outings, Leon has worked as a bounty hunter,
dined with white supremacists, partied with Promise Keepers
and even co-hosted a DVD prank show with O.J. Simpson.

Here, Leon rubs elbows with folks in search of the American
Dream, be it carnival workers in the Midwest, pot farmers in
northern California, would-be immigrants in Mexico and
suburban swingers. He even gets outed - for the first time in
his career - at a celebrity impersonator convention, proving that
it takes a fake to spot a fake.

Beneath all the humor is a human touch. While mocking the
absurdity of particular groups and situations, Leon's writing
shows a fondness or at least appreciation for his subjects, be
they fundamentalist Christians or carnies running the ring toss.
He even lets his targets have their say, introducing each

chapter with an essay from a member of the community he's infiltrated-including one penned by
Boulder-based Ozzy Osbourne impersonator Don Wrege.

Best tidbit: Leon's 10-page account of his appearance on the television show Blind Date, which
involved heavy doses of public intoxication and lederhosen. (Hilarious footage of this is available on
YouTube.)

Pros: This book will make your sides hurt.

Cons: The personal essays from Leon's targets disrupt the comic momentum without adding much to
the final product.

Final word: A master of disguise - and literary hijinx - Leon satirizes all that's comical and
commendable about the American Dream.
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